The new head of the European Research Council will have more power and focus than former presidents, says Ernst-Ludwig Winnacker.
based in Brussels and thus able to deal directly on site with the various day-to-day tussles of the job.
Still, president number three will face several challenges. One is the extremely uneven distribution of returns on investment to the various member states and associated countries. Strict adherence to the council's core principle of funding excellence alone has highlighted extreme differences in scientific competence over the European continent. More than 98% of the ERC's grants are awarded to scientists in the old EU-15, with mere crumbs thrown to newer member countries. Although many of these countries have fine academic traditions, their supporting infrastructures tended to be neglected during the time of the iron curtain, and may take a generation or two to restore. The ERC cannot remedy this deficiency alone, but it could have an efficient advisory role.
The ERC, like much of science, still has a gender problem. For example, 29% of applicants for a starting grant and 15% of applicants for advanced grants are women, yet the success rates for female scientists are consistently at least 2% lower than for men. The ERC is, of course, aware of this, and of the unconscious bias that may still be affecting peer review. The ERC must not only remain sensitive to the issue, but also find a more proactive way to tackle it. A particularly interesting problem is the evolution of the relationship between the ERC and the national funding councils. Some in Europe think that the national councils should dissolve and only the ERC survive. But mono-cultures are never ideal and can even be detrimental.
It would be in the best interest of both the ERC and the national research councils to develop plans for continued coexistence. A first step could be to give applicants from new member states access to the financial resources of other ERC nations. Bulgarian or Estonian scientists should be able to win money from the, say, German, Dutch or UK research councils, even if working in their home countries. Why should the rich countries participate? Because it would broaden the base of their own competitions and because it could rapidly improve the opportunities for scientists in the new member states to raise ERC grants, thereby reducing the unhealthy divide between East and West.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the financial outlook for the ERC is positive. Its budget for 2014-20 will rise significantly. Not even our colleagues in the United States can say that.
The ERC needs a president with a truly European mindset, and one who believes that it is important to build a broader base for frontier research. I hope our best and brightest will take note. ■ 
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